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Messianic Time and The Book of Mormon
Alana Smith
WALTER BENJAMIN FAMOUSLY CLAIMED that "only a redeemed mankind
is granted the fullness of its past-which is to say, only for a redeemed
mankind has its past become citable in all its moments. Each moment it
has lived becomes a citation al'ordre du jour. And that day is Judgment
DaY:' 1 The Book of Mormon (1830) posits a pathway to redemption for
believers and organizes all time around the coming of Christ. I aim to
use Benjamin's model of messianic time to interpret the complicated
formal and narrative temporalities in The Book ofMormon and to offer
a possible answer to the question, "Why did The Book ofMormon materialize when and where it did?" The Book of Mormon anticipates its
own appearance in the nineteenth century. This temporal peculiarity
authorizes my reading of the sacred text in its economic and historical
context. I will argue that Joseph Smith's discovery and translation of
the plates he unearthed on a hillside in Palmyra, New York, presented a
challenge to the capitalist perception of time that threatened to further
disenfranchise Smith and others in the Burned-over District.
Conditions in the Burned-over District were ripe for the development of radical temporal modes, as the veritable explosion of new
religious sects in the westernmost counties of New York during the
nineteenth century indicates. A number of scholars have attempted to
1. Walter Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, Vol. 4, trans. Edmund
Jephcott ( Cambridge, MA: Belknap of Harvard University Press, 2006), 390.
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determine why the Burned-over District became the epicenter of the
Second Great Awakening. As early as 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner
offered his "frontier thesis;' which argued that living along the American frontier as it incrementally moved west allowed people a freedom
from European customs that was necessary for new, more egalitarian,
religious practices to spontaneously develop. 2 Turner's thesis went
uncontested until Whitney Cross's 1950 study, which found "the growth
of isms flourished when the Eerie Canal [sic] 'introduced western New
York into a period of relatively stable agrarian maturitY:" 3 Agrarian
maturity alone cannot account for the uptick in religious revivalism.
As Alan Taylor explains, in many American "rural and frontier areas;' 4
treasure seekers such as Smith were engaging in practices such as the
use of divining rods and seer stones. 5 When Smith excavated the plates,
he was one of any number of "treasure seekers ... in the midst of a
transition from the world-view of limited good characteristic of peasant societies to the unlimited good promised by capitalism:' 6 Treasure
seekers, as "rural folk located at that point in the evolution of popular
economic attitudes ... were prepared to act the part of capitalists as
they understood it: to employ the latest occult technology to manipulate
the supernatural in order to tap the presumed abundance of treasure
chests:' 7 Smith provides the exemplar of the treasure seeker for whom
"treasure seeking was a materialistic extension of [his] Christian faith
as well as a supernatural economY:'8 As Taylor argues, "competition
between rival religious denominations ... cast doubt on the true path to
salvation. Anxious for palpable reassurance that they had found the true
path to salvation, religious seekers wanted direct contact with divinity;

2. Marvin S. Hill, "The Rise of Mormonism in the Burned-over District: Another
View;' New York History 61/4 (1980): 416.
3. Hill, "Rise of Mormonism;' 412.
4. Alan Taylor, "The Early Republic's Supernatural Economy: Treasure Seeking in
the American Northeast, 1780-1830;' American Quarterly 38/1 (1986): 14.
5. Taylor, "Early Republic's Supernatural Economy;' 9-10.
6. Taylor, "Early Republic's Supernatural Economy;' 18-19.
7. Taylor, "Early Republic's Supernatural Economy;' 19.
8. Taylor, "Early Republic's Supernatural Economy;' 22.
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they yearned for a religion that they could experience physicallY:' 9 This
emphasis on tangibility is consistent with a scriptural understanding of
Mormonism, which emphasizes the importance of materiality. The Book
ofMormon, itself a purported physical evidence of a past touched by the
divine, presents a democratic and egalitarian model of revelation that
opens up the possibility of an unmediated, even tangible, relationship
with God.
Taylor's account of the early American practice of treasure seeking
does a lot of work to explain the regional, spiritual, and economic ten sions found in the Burned-over District that provide a contextualized
understanding of the emergence of The Book of Mormon, but understanding The Book of Mormon itself more fully requires an appreciation of messianic time. While Jacques Derrida and Giorgio Agamben
present their own theories of messianic time, I will focus on Benjamin's
conception. 10 In "On the Concept of History;' Benjamin draws a distinction between historicism and historical materialism. Historicism
is aligned with capitalist conceptions of linearity and "progress" 11 and
"homogeneous, empty time;' 12 while historical materialism is revolutionary and associated with messianic time, which theorizes a cyclical
understanding of history in which significant historical events pause or
otherwise disrupt the flow of time. Instead of the identical and endless
days that make capitalist labor possible, messianic time is bookended
by judgment day and/or the coming of the messiah. Benjamin's goal
is to change how historians approach historical work in order to fight
fascism and uplift the class-oppressed. He argues for a historical materialist sensibility while deriding historicism, believing that the historicist
makes the mistake of equating what is causal with what is historical.
9. Taylor, "Early Republic's Supernatural Economy;' 22.
10. Derrida's theorization of the messianic is unmoored from theological consideration, and I find that the inspiration Benjamin draws from the Jewish tradition informs
my reading of The Book of Mormon. In his treatment of the Pauline letters, Agamben
builds directly on Benjamin's theoretical foundation. While Agamben enriches a discussion of Benjamin, his focus on law does not seem as significant for my current project.
11. Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, 392.
12. Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, 395.
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Something becomes historical "posthumously ... through events that
may be separated from it by thousands of years .... The historian who
proceeds from this consideration'' becomes a historical materialist and
"ceases to tell the sequence of events like the beads of a rosarY:' The
materialist "grasps the constellation into which his own era has entered,
along with a very specific earlier one'' and "establishes a conception
of the present as now-time shot through with splinters of messianic
time:' 13 If homogeneous, empty time is the "rosary bead" in the historicist's conception of time, then every day can be ticked off the same as
the last ad infinitum. 14 In contrast to this vacuous temporality, Benjamin proposes "now-time" as the ideal conception of time. He describes
"now-time" as "a model of messianic time" that "comprises the entire
history of mankind in a tremendous abbreviation:' 15
Benjamin stresses the active role of the historical materialist in contradistinction to the passive role of the historicist; this discrimination
is central to my argument that Mormon meets Benjamin's definition
of the historical materialist. The role of the historical materialist is to
resist an "'eternal' image of the past" and to instead "suppl[y] a unique
experience with the past:' 16 The historical materialist is not "someone
who pokes about in the past as if rummaging around in a storeroom
of examples and analogies:' 17 Instead, the historical materialist "recognizes the sign of a messianic arrest of happening, or (to put it differently) a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past. He
takes cognizance of it in order to blast a specific life out of the era, a
specific work out of the lifework:' 18 The historical materialist carefully
picks out and emphasizes the people and the events that possess the
revolutionary potential to disrupt the homogeneous, empty time that
is allied with notions of "progress" and the exploitation of proletarian
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labor. As Benjamin claims, "the new [capitalist] conception oflabor is
tantamount to the exploitation of nature:' 19 From their ideal position,
the historical materialist may see "every second" as "the small gateway
in time through which the Messiah might entd' 20
Before jumping into my own close reading of temporality and messianic time as it is presented in The Book ofMormon (bolstered by Grant
Hardy and Kimberly M. Berkey's scholarship on 3 Nephi), I want to
turn to Grant Underwood's work on early Mormon millenarianism.
Underwood completes the picture of messianic temporality by offering
an explanation of the actual lived experiences and faith practices of early
Mormons awaiting the return of the Messiah. He argues that while millenarian beliefs intensified the early Mormon Church's persecution, the
resulting persecution also intensified the early Mormons' millenarian
beliefs. 21 While sorting out the distinctions between millenarianism and
millennialism in real-life practice can get sticky, the gist is that millenarians believe a utopian period will be instituted on earth following
cataclysmic destruction, while millennialists believe that this utopian
period will last a thousand years (a millennium) and arrive in a more
peaceful fashion. In short, with their beliefs more aligned with those of
the millenarians, early Mormons believed very literally in resurrection,
Christ's return, and the Day of Judgment. 22
In an attempt to bear out the implications of these distinctions,
Underwood also considers the work of Klaus Hansen, who argues that
millenarian viewpoints are "an epiphenomenon of socioeconomic concerns" and that "unlike the millennialist who represented the upwardly
19. Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, 393.
20. Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, 397.
21. Pre-millennialism and millenarianism are synonymous.
22. Underwood also argues that both millenarianism and millennialism contain
elements of both pre-millennialism (in which Christ returns prior to the thousand-year
millennium) and post-millennialism (in which Christ returns after the thousand-year
millennium). As such, he views attempts to characterize early Mormons as post-millennialists as misguided and unnecessary. For Underwood, as millenarians, the early
Mormons believed in a more literal understanding of the events described in scripture,
but did not necessarily believe these events would neatly coincide with the advent of
the millennium itself.
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mobile segment of society ... many millenarians [early Mormons] were
either on the fringe of social and economic progress, or else belonged
to a displaced elite that was losing out to the rising self-made man
of Jacksonian America:' 23 In Hansen's view, "the millenarian did not
reject the existing social order because his bible compelled him to, but
'because the Jacksonian rhetoric of individualism, equalitarianism,
and progress had left the hopes of these people unfulfilled:" Hansen
believes "that Joseph Smith's millennial program [and] ... the Mormon
Kingdom of God 'provided people who were alienated from the American social order [one] of their own:"24 Hansen's characterization of the
factors that motivated people to adopt religious views consistent with
millenarianism, and Mormonism in particular, dovetails nicely with
the picture Taylor paints of the circumstances that led many to take up
treasure seeking. In each, people reacted to changing socioeconomic
realities by seeking out other structures to contextualize and reinforce
their hopes for social and even material security. 25 Benjamin is in philosophical alignment with both Hansen and Taylor in that he believes
that messianic time will hold the greatest sway over those who have
been systematically and economically disadvantaged.
While there are many temporal oddities in The Book ofMormon, like
the sudden revelation of different populations similar to Lehi's family,
previously unheard of, living, or having lived, in America (the Jaredites
and the Mulekites), I want to focus on the anachronism of the book's
presentations of preaching about the coming of Christ up to six hundred
years prior to the birth of Christ. The faithful Nephites live in a world
ordered by messianic time. Pious Nephites live with the knowledge that
the Messiah will one day appear. There is some ambiguity in The Book of
23. Klaus Hansen, quoted in Grant Underwood, "Early Mormon Millenarianism:
Another Look'' (Master's thesis, Brigham Young University, 1981), 74.
24. Hansen, quoted in Underwood, "Early Mormon Millenarianism;' 74.
25. Underwood ultimately criticizes Hansen's valuation of the role of socioeconomic
motivations in conversion, citing Hansen's failure to rely on original source material
(letters, journals, etc.) and gaps in his scholarship on millennialism itself. Despite the
flaws Underwood notes, Hansen's work represents a powerful critical commonplace in
Mormon scholarship.
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Mormon about who knows exactly when Jesus will come or if Jesus will
present himself to the Nephites in the New World. Due to this ambiguity, every day is vested with that radical and revolutionary potential to
blast a piece out of the historical continuum. The Nephites awaiting the
coming ofJesus model messianic time for millenarian, nineteenth-century readers, who, especially if socially or economically marginalized at
the time of America's increasing industrialization, may be struggling to
adapt to capitalism's empty, homogeneous time. For example, climbing
up on the wall encircling Zarahemla, Samuel the Lamanite prophesies:
"Behold, I give unto you a sign; for five years more cometh, and behold,
then cometh the Son of God to redeem all those who shall believe on his
name'' (Helaman 14:2). Samuel attempts to persuade the Nephites in the
name of God that a disruptive event is on the horizon, just as The Book of
Mormon attempts to convert nonbelieving readers to undergo their own
personal disruptive event by accepting Christ in the present time, both
in their own lives, but also in their own temporal reality (as evidenced
via an acceptance of Smith's prophethood). Samuel's status as a Lamanite
is significant: he is the only Lamanite prophet mentioned in The Book of
Mormon, in which the Lamanites are often depicted as the wicked splinter tribe. Samuel (and other Lamanites living in the years leading up to
Christ's birth), however, is evidently holier than the hard-hearted Nephites at this point in the narrative, as shown by his designation as prophet.
Samuel's deep connection with and devotion to the Lord signals the way
in which Mormons understood Christ's sacrifice: Jesus dies for the sins of
all believers, regardless of their heritage or socially constructed boundaries, and not merely for his chosen people, irrespective of their character
or behavior. Hardy demonstrates the way the Nephites are depicted as
problematically lax in their commitment to the prophesied Christ when
he observes that "only after [Jesus] proclaims, 'I am Jesus Christ; do ['the
righteous survivors gather(ed) in Bountiful'] remember that 'it had been
prophesied among them that Christ should show himself unto them after
his ascension into heaven' (3 Nephi 11:8-12):'26
26. Grant Hardy, Understanding the Book of Mormon: A Reader's Guide (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 182.
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Samuel predicts that the Nephites would see signs of Christ's birth
in five years. When five years elapse without any indication of Christ's
birth, the skeptics plan to put the believers to death. In a moment of
anguish, Nephi prays to God, and the Lord answers him with the assurance "Lift up your head and be of good cheer; for behold, the time is
at hand, and on this night shall the sign be given, and on the morrow
I come into the world, to show unto the world that I will fulfill all that
which I have caused to be spoken by the mouth of my holy prophets" (3
Nephi 1:13). Mormon reports the successive events using the same language that characterized Samuel's original speech: there is a night without darkness, and people fall to the ground amazed (Helaman 14:3-7; 3
Nephi 1:15-16). The skeptics are ashamed, and "the majority ofNephites are converted and baptized:' 27 This story from The Book ofMormon
is representative of the way "Mormon often draws an implicit connection between prophecies and their fulfillment by reporting events in the
language of the original prediction:'28 The linguistic overlap created by
Mormon's editorial decisions in the text literalizes Benjamin's idea that
within Messianic time, "the past carries with it a secret index by which
it is referred to redemption:' 29
In both scripture, represented by The Book of Mormon and the
Bible, and reality, as it is organized by the Gregorian calendar, the
coming of Jesus Christ structures all time. In The Book of Mormon,
the birth of Jesus and his appearance in Bountiful after his crucifixion
and entombment serves as the focal point of the narrative. After Jesus
appears in Bountiful and preaches among the Nephites, a short period
of righteousness ensues. Prior to Christ's birth, the Nephites vacillated
between good and evil. Jesus's birth provides a short-term moral corrective for the Nephite people and acts as a kind of temporal pause or reset
button. (We might imagine, too, that the millennial Second Coming
offers believers, both millenarian and millennialist, the same spiritual
reprieve.) In the Gregorian calendar, Jesus's birth becomes the literal
27. Hardy, Understanding the Book of Mormon, 186.
28. Hardy, Understanding the Book of Mormon, 189.
29. Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, 390.
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origin point for successive demarcations of time. Jesus's year of birth is
year zero, and everything that comes before and everything that comes
after is measured by its temporal distance from that event. The Book of
Mormon expresses a historical materialist view by offering an example
of how a messianic event can "blast open the continuum of history" 30
within a localized population. The birth of Christ blasts open the continuum of history globally as well, because this one event is emphasized
above all others by Christians and historians, and it inspires a formal
restructuring of the way we measure time and conceive of a historical
timeline. However, the close-up view of the Christ birth event provided
within The Book of Mormon makes it easier to see specific points of
editorial contact, and focuses on the ways those points trace Mormon's
active editorial hand as he contours past events.
If The Book of Mormon gives expression to a historical materialist
view, then Mormon, as editor and abridger of The Book of Mormon, is
a historical materialist in Benjamin's sense. The clan history that comprises the first few books of The Book of Mormon is analogous to the
antiquarian projects Benjamin would have no regard for, but the passing of the plates and the record-keeping duties down a line of (largely)
familial succession serve the purpose of maintaining a connection to
a single mission and a single homeland and faith practice in diaspora.
Benjamin, a Jew living in diaspora himself, would surely be sympathetic. Keeping the records, in particular to remind fellow Nephites of
the eventual coming of the messiah, is an act that is oriented toward a
set of specific, historically grounded events, and thus cannot be con strued as a way of merely filling empty, homogeneous time or ticking off
beads on a temporal rosary. For example, Hardy notes the active nature
of Mormon's editorial work, which not only reports but also gives shape
to the past, as when Mormon interjects four editorial comments into 3
Nephi. 31 This intervention is the kind of active role Benjamin intends for
the historical materialist, who does not accept an "'eternal' image of the
past" and instead "supplies a unique experience with the past:' Mormon
30. Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, 396.
31. Hardy, Understanding the Book of Mormon, 184.
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does not passively receive an "eternal;' immutable, non-transformable
"image of the past'': he gets his hands dirty. 32 Mormon, following Nephi
and Ether, abridges large sections of the plates, and does so in an active
way that reflects Benjamin's ideal historical materialist.
This same textual relationship between prophecy and fulfillment
that interests Hardy motivates Kimberly Berkey's argument that The
Book of Mormon teaches readers to conceive of time in previously unfamiliar ways. Berkey contends that "how the Nephites understood fulfillment was conditioned by how they both conceptualized and related to
time:' 33 Berkey's close reading of 3 Nephi 1 reveals that "the Nephites'
obsession with the signs of Samuel obscures the temporal implications
of fulfillment, implications which the signs themselves make blatantly
obvious through their cosmic symbolism:'34 As she argues, "Samuel's
message-and the message of the Book of Mormon itself-is that fulfillment of prophecy forms the beginning of a new era, rather than its
end, and that such fulfillment is primarily intended less to validate any
one particular prophet than to reorient our experience of time:' 35 I find
that Berkey's bead on the fulfillment of prophecy is congruous with the
Benjaminian interpretation of the Gregorian calendar: the coming of
Christ does not mark the end of waiting for the prophecy's fulfillment,
but rather Christ's birth marks the beginning of time BCE and heralds
in a new era of Nephite piety.
Formally, The Book of Mormon literalizes the practice of construing ends as new beginnings. Berkey suggests that 3 Nephi 1 is itself an
unlikely new beginning. 36 She justifies this claim by saying that 3 Nephi 1
shares a high degree of continuity with the Book ofHelaman, opening in medias res and borrowing both its plot and its main characters from events set in motion in the preceding book ... although
32. Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, 396.
33. Kimberly M. Berkey, "Temporality and Fulfillment in 3 Nephi I;' Journal ofBook
of Mormon Studies 24 (2015): 53.
34. Berkey, "Temporality and Fulfillment;' 53.
35. Berkey, "Temporality and Fulfillment;' 53-54.
36. Berkey, "Temporality and Fulfillment;' 54.
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Samuel ... had announced an imminent sign in the book of Helaman, the narration of that sign's arrival is reserved for 3 Nephi 1, and
although Samuel's announcement had drawn sharp critique from
an unbelieving contingent of his audience, we do not learn what
befalls those individuals until ... the opening chapter of 3 Nephi. 37

Searching for clues as to Mormon's "editorial motivations in dividing
the books of Helaman and 3 Nephi" along this seemingly "arbitrary
boundary;' Berkey notes "that dividing the books in this way places
the exposition of Samuel's two messianic signs firmly on one side of the
break, while the fulfillment of both those signs is placed firmly on the
other:'38 The new beginning signaled by the move from Helaman to 3
Nephi textually recreates the radical transformation and the marking
of a new age, related by the contents of 3 Nephi. Mormon, as historical materialist, offered his nineteenth-century millennialist readers a
textual example of the kinds of sweeping changes a conception of messianic time could enact. If "Mormon ... editorially alerts" his readers
"to the proper paradigm for understanding fulfillment;' he does so by
emphasizing the possibility for a full break with linear time and between
religious eras (as manifested by the transition between Helaman and 3
Nephi) that is present for the Nephites and, by extension, for the marginalized of the nineteenth century. 39
Benjamin's idea of messianic time has the power to reshape the
way that scholars analyze The Book of Mormon. Benjamin cares about
portraying history in a way that benefits the people who most need
transformation in their lives. He writes: "The subject of historical
knowledge is the struggling, oppressed class itself:' 40 The "struggling,
oppressed class" in the nineteenth century, Taylor tells us, were like
Smith-young, rural, uneducated, impoverished, treasure seekers, and
often-unlike Smith-racially othered. This same demographic, Hansen would agree, turned to millenarian religious creeds, such as early
37.
38.
39.
40.

Berkey, "Temporality and Fulfillment;' 54-55.
Berkey, "Temporality and Fulfillment;' 55.
Berkey, "Temporality and Fulfillment;' 83.
Benjamin, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, 394.
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Mormonism, because the growing capitalism and industrialization of
Jacksonian America did not have a place for them or meet their expectations of bounty in post -Revolutionary times. Capitalism demanded
their conformity to an empty, homogeneous conception of time that
caused them to labor outside their family homes with no end and no
spiritual salvation in sight. Just as the "supernatural economy" of treasure seeking provided marginalized frontiersmen with the promise of
resisting the rising order of capitalist wealth accrual, millenarian religions, including early Mormonism, offered them the same reprieve. 41
By understanding The Book of Mormon as a lesson to nineteenth-century congregants concerning the powers of messianic time
to help them re-conceptualize their perspective on their temporality
and their labor, the language of prophecy and fulfillment as well as the
transition from Helaman to 3 Nephi comes into new focus. The seeming
anachronism of prophets preaching the coming of Christ prior to his
birth teaches nineteenth-century believers how to think about time in
a way that has nothing to do with capitalism or industrialization. That
the most devout and steadfast Nephites are rewarded when Christ is
born and those who do not heed Samuel's call perish instills in nineteenth-century Mormons the urgency with which they need to revise
their secular and capitalist notions of time. The years after Jesus Christ
visited Bountiful left the Nephites in a harmonious age. This miniaturized millennial peace informed nineteenth-century readers of what
could transpire for those who lived to see the Second Coming of Christ
at the start of the new millennium. In other words, The Book ofMormon
makes plain the revolutionary potential found in structuring one's life
around waiting for the messiah.
If capitalism and industrialization asked people to leave their homes
to make money by laboring for long hours in a secular environment,
as Ferretti argues, then early Mormonism offered converts a radically
different alternative. 42 While communitarian endeavors eventually
41. Taylor, "Early Republic's Supernatural Economy;' 8.
42. Joan Varnum Ferretti, "Religious Apostasy and Market Rebellion: The Early
Republic's Crises of Authority in Catharine Maria Sedgwick's A New-England Tale; or
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failed, early Mormons were supposed to donate all their money to the
Church for it to be pooled and divided among the members. The communitarian lifestyle that shared resources and offered little freedom to
acquire personal property is antithetical to the individualism, materialism, and competitiveness capitalism breeds. Communal finances would
have offered protection for any prospective early Mormons who might
have been enticed by greater financial stability. If, as Ferretti says, "the
ideal family should function as an allegory of church;' then the early
Mormon Church was an "ideal familY:' 43 Because Underwood cites a
trend in increased persecution on the basis of deviant religious beliefs
strengthening early Mormon devotion to millenarianism, we might
add that the persecution that the early Church faced, resulting in its
successive relocations further and further into the western territories,
would have helped early believers to adhere to a messianic conception
of time and belief in the rapture that Benjamin would find essential
to withstanding the influence of capitalist and industrially imposed
ideas about time and spiritual fulfillment. Mormon scripture, as it is
represented by The Book of Mormon, and early Mormon practice are
consistent with Walter Benjamin's depiction of messianic time and the
aims of historical materialism to materially improve the lives of early
America's most disadvantaged people.

Alana Smith is a graduate student in English at the University of Vermont. She is originally from Houlton, Maine.
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